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5Abstraction of the Johannesburg Landscape 
(Modified from CR Viewer 2000)
6abstract
How can architecture strengthen one’s relationship with the 
city and the land, while creating an appreciation for the 
place they inhabit?
The preservation of a city’s history can create places of 
profound meaning and experience.
7introduction
8introduction
Johannesburg city is a very unique location on our planet. A culmination of events has resulted in this relatively young city to have a rich and 
complex heritage. This history has influenced how its gradual development, but the tangible heritage is scattered and slowly disappearing. Perhaps 
the most significant piece of heritage is also the most unappreciated, this is the land itself. When one experiences Johannesburg, there is a sense 
of conflicting dialect between the city and the land. The city, which owes its existence to the minerals of the earth, seems to approach the land with a 
sense of disregard. Urban development works around undesirable land and buildings stand in isolation and later become tombs.    
From the very beginnings of the city, the inhabitants have had a peculiar relationship with the land. The introduction of gold mining was both a source 
of prosperity and exploitation. The resultant of which created a metamorphosis of the landscape as well as a largely singular approach to its general 
development. This disrespect for the land has resulted in a fragmented city. The city contains a built form that ignores its environment as well as erect 
buildings that have a short and un-dynamic life span. The land itself is left wounded, sterile and forgotten. A hybrid representation of the landscape 
emerges. Personal memories of a community and place collide with the memories of struggle and political will. These meanings go beyond the 
representational and become embedded within the earth.
 
What becomes evident is how cultural ideas condition construction and how construction, in turn conditions the creation of landscape at a greater 
level. Architecture is the medium through which we can understand and appreciate the natural, social and historical landscape. Architecture has the 
ability for us to highlight these aspects so that we become more conscious of them. It creates the poetic link between man and the land. Architect 
Steven Holl states, “Each building site is a sacred section of earth; architecture the binding art of 
nature and society” (Holl 2002).  
present
9proposition
A place of permanence is needed for the city. A place that speaks of the unique story of Johannesburg and acknowledges the land as the primary 
source of our civic existence and well being. Communicating the mining history will reveal the foundations of the city. It shall show what 
elements determined the shaping of the city, both spatially and socially.   
The mining land remains the place that speaks most strongly about the city. It holds all that is both great and tragic of the city. This realm holds 
inherent contrasts and it is in these contrasts that layered meanings can be explored, particularly what architect and writer Jennifer Beningfield
highlights between “surface and depth, modernity and decay, city and veld” (Beningfield 2004:192).
This intervention will manifest in the form of reclaiming George Harrison Park as the birth place of the city. This location where the first gold was dis-
covered in the Witwatersrand has for long been neglected. By anchoring the original dig site, it shall serve to re-invigorate the immediate community 
of the area and also become a beacon of heritage for the city. Creating an architectural model that will be appropriate for the park must take a variety 
of things into consideration. These include:
  _gain an understanding into the question of the city’s origins in terms of geology,
   society and place.
  _explore the quality of the site and realize the potentials that can be captured.
  _understand the needs of the community and see how it can play an integral role in
   the sustainability of the initiative.
  _bring heritage and conservation to the forefront so as to preserve our tangible
   and intangible history.
  _accommodate a mixed-use environment that will give back to the community and the
   city’s cultural heritage.       
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motivation
The Star (pg11 : 27 July 1994) Rand Daily Mail (pg8 : 16 January 1996)
Personal  Letter 
(Menache: 9 January 2002)
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motivation
South Africa stands as a nation of resilience. The historical struggles over apartheid has ended with a nation whose foundations are set on empower-
ment, equality, tolerance and personal enrichment. The legacy left behind by our descendants becomes important symbols of our liberation and suf-
fering. Establishing this legacy helps one realize the journey that has been taken to the present time and lets us interpret current conditions. This also 
roots the people to the place they live in. This is one of the reasons that the newly democratically elected government highlighted heritage as a crucial 
component of nation building. In the Arts, Culture and Heritage Department’s Policy Frameworks, it states that “our cultural and 
physical heritage creates a sense of place, promoting local identity in an overall climate of 
globalisation, and ensures that a place has historical depth, interest, image and meaning” 
(DACH Policy Framework 2007).
The lack of preservation of George Harrison Park has for long been noted by the media and its surrounding community. Very little has been done by 
the government to acknowledge this place as the birthplace of the city. The park currently lies empty and isolated and has become more a place of 
danger than of heritage. The present management of the park is divided. It has been established that the current maintenance of the site be a com-
bined effort of Johannesburg City Parks and Department of Heritage. The involvement of these two groups has ended with the site being declared a 
national monument and regular upkeep of the grass. 
More is needed to bring life into the site itself and let it become a place of personal and communal enrichment. Proposing to re-establish this site and 
root it within its community shall aim to optimize an important resource and become an instrument of community regeneration. Although it has been 
suggested as a suitable site for a monument, other interventions must be integrated so that the site becomes regularly used and maintained. 
The intervention proposed is a combination of various buildings. They are primarily an 
experiential mining museum, an archives centre and a National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) 
office and training centre. The park shall remain the primary use of the site with other secondary 
uses supporting it.
But it is impossible to determine a suitable design for the location without contextualizing the site in a historical and social environment. Architecture in 
this regard enables individuals to form perspective of the changes taking place in their country.      
12
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George Harrison Park is a significant place because it can create a memory of Johannesburg’s historical origin. The site is an artefact which holds an 
authentic idea of Johannesburg’s identity. The idea is that like the city itself, we emerged from the depths of the ground and 
hold a fragile, but crucial link with the land. Heritage preserves and commemorates this idea in its very place of origin. Architecture then becomes the 
instrument that captures this notion and translates it into a habitable experience. Origin in architecture reveals where we come from and realizes the 
subsequent process which we are part of.
The following study shall look into the idea of Johannesburg’s origin and seek to understand the progression that follows. The study, like geology 
itself, will built layers of understanding to the idea of our own origin. It begins with a look at the natural origins of the 
land, followed by the civic origins. A theoretical understanding of landscape is then needed to highlight the significance of this origin. Finally an analy-
sis of mining shall provide an architectural understanding of the place and its experience.
14
natural origins
To fully appreciate the Witwatersrand terrain, one needs to look back to the very origins of 
the geological landscape. Viljoen writes that “this region of the earth’s crust has undergone 
numerous cycles of magmatic intrusion, sedimentation, metamorphism and deformation re-
sulting in an extraordinary diverse range of minerals.” (Viljoen 1999:14). A series of events 
have occurred in the Witwatersrand and the resultant formations have layered 
gradually. The Witwatersrand Basin is an oval shape stretching 350 km in a northeast to 
southwestern direction and 150km across (Beavon 2004:285). 
Different rock types of the Witwatersrand (Viljoen 1999:20)
Vredefort Dome in the South (Viljoen 1999:20)
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natural origins
Granite-greenstone 
Basement at the very bottom of the geological strata is the Granite-green-
stone  basement. It was formed during the Archaean Period which was 
some 3500 to 2500 million years ago. It consists mostly of ancient volca-
nic rocks called greenstone.  
Witwatersrand Supergroup 
This sedimentary collection of strata consists of two main subgroups. 
The Lower Division known as the West Rand Group. At the bottom of this 
layer is a hard erosion resistant rock called Orange Grove Quartzite. This 
can be found at the ridges of Parktown and Northcliff. Above this layer is 
a collection of  Parktown shales which were deposited in relatively deep 
water. Then the Brixton Quartzite group formed about 2800 million years 
ago due to shallow water tidal conditions. The Upper Division known as 
the Central Rand Group has mainly quartzites and quart pebble 
conglomerates which have large gold deposits interwoven with it. This 
was laid down by high-energy streams and rivers approximately 2750 
million years ago. The most economically  important of these 
conglomerates is the Main Reef.   
Ventersdorp Lavas 
The sedimentary Witwatersrand Supergroup is overlaid by vast 
outpourings of lava known as the Ventersdorp Supergroup. This rock 
layer contained gas chambers, which have now been filled with minerals 
and these are called amygdales.  
Transvaal Sedimentary Basin 
This upper most layer bears black reef quartzites, malmani dolomites, 
shale and quartzites formed during the presence of an inland sea some 
2500 to 570 million years ago.
Geological Map of Central Witwatersrand 
(Viljoen 1999:2)
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natural origins
All these layers set the bedrock of what is the 
Witwatersrand Basin. These formed horizontally and 
gradually over time. Approximately about 2020 million years 
ago a meteor about 10 to 15 kilometres wide struck south of 
the Witwatersrand. What crater that remained is called the 
Vredefort Dome and is 250 kilometres in diameter, not only 
the largest but oldest crater in the world. The periphery has 
uplifted basement rocks and overturned sedimentary rocks. 
The impact caused the lifting of the surrounding landscape 
and a ring of hills to form. The landscape of Johannesburg 
was partially formed by this impact.  
Another event that shape the landscape was the 
upliftment of the basement dome called Johannesburg 
Granite Dome. This upliftment caused the layers of 
accumulating strata to separate and tilt in opposite directions. 
This explains why the ridges in the Pretoria slope north and 
the ridges in Johannesburg slope to the south. This entire 
process resulted in the gradual layering of erosive and non 
erosive rock and after a long period of time the tilted non 
erosive rock remained forming the ridges as we know it.    
This study informs us of the natural creation of the 
Johannesburg landscape. Understanding the process helps 
us in having the opportunity of maintaining this geological 
process and continuing it through in the design. This 
geological progression can be explained in the design and 
inform individuals of the origins of the contextual earth we live 
on. Architecture can be an extension of this process and can 
interpret the gradual progression of a site.
Johannesburg Granite Dome with highlighted ridges (Viljoen 1999:22)
site
 
(Handley 2004:app)
 
(Authors own 2008)
 
(Viljoen 1999:33)
 
(Handley 2004:app)
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civic origins
Progression of the City (Museum Africa Archives)
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civic origins
What was once “lonely veld” (Chipkin 1993:11) had, over just a few years, become a city. The discovery of gold in Johannesburg was not a chance 
discovery but was rather one of a succession of gold and mineral sites that were found in the general area. “The dolomitic rocks of the Transvaal 
Supergroup that stretch from the west of Krugersdorp towards Pretoria attracted the attention of early prospectors due to their similarity to the rocks of 
the already active Pilgrim’s Rest area.” (Viljoen 1999:30).   
In December 1885, George Harrison and George Walker, two prospectors on their way to the already known Struben’s prospect, arrived looking for 
jobs (Beavon 2004:21). Walker was assigned to the mills while Harrison was directed to build a house on the Langlaagte farm. It has been largely 
debated that Harrison came across the conglomerate and declared the first prospecting in the Witwatersrand. Gold on the Langlaagte farm was the 
initial discovery of the Main Reef. Soon after, diggers were tracing and finding the distinctive conglomerates of the reef on adjoining farms. What 
followed was a series of petitions from surrounding farmers requesting their farms be declared for diggings and almost immediately government 
declared the farms for public digging (Beavon 2004:22). Driefontein and adjoining Elandsfontein were the first two farms to be proclaimed on 20 
September 1886, and this date is generally recognized as the official founding of the Witwatersrand gold field (Viljoen 1999:34).
Historian Clive Chipkin writes that previous to these events, this specific area of the highveld was an agricultural landscape with the four dominant 
Boer farms, namely Langlaagte, Doornfontein, Braamfontein and Turfontein (Chipkin 1993:7). Enclosed by these farms was a triangular piece of 
“uitval” ground called Randjeslaagte. Not only was this plot central to the farms proclaimed for public digging, but it was state owned as well 
(Beavon 2004:23). This led to the plot being chosen as the location for establishing the mining camp by the state. Six hundred stands were initially 
planned to be laid out, but the number grew to nine hundred and eighty six by the time the leases were made available (Beavon 2004:24). Stands 
were made considerably small at 50 feet by 50 feet or 50 feet by 100 feet to allow for more corner stands which had higher rentals (Wagner 1995:23). 
Sub-terrain Landscape of the City ( Adapted from Beavon 2003:65)
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civic origins
The Witwatersrand was initially a fairly barren setting with only the protruding ridges and “bare desolate veld” (van der Waal 1987:1). 
A previously agricultural landscape quickly had scattered tents and wagons being erected before more permanent tin structures arose. 
Although it was the farm boundaries that shaped the growth of the early formal settlements, the expansion of the settlement was deter-
mined by the surrounding reefs and new discoveries of gold. The most significant factor was the extent of the Main Reef which ran along 
an east west axis. The road virtually followed the line of the gold reef and provided the mining industry with a connecting route to trans-
port the gold. Main Reef road also connected the original sites of discovery to the base of the official mining camp, the road changing into 
Commissioner Street.
Within four years Johannesburg grew into one of the biggest towns in South Africa. As the town grew new settlements started forming 
outside the “uitvalgrond” and property inspectors began buying up surrounding land (Beavon 2004:41). The aim was to establish dormi-
tory townships. The urban geography evolved into a geography of segregation with dark-skinned people being placed in “the least at-
tractive area adjacent to the triangle.” (Beavon 2004:41). The town was growing into a “largely cohesive built up area” (van der Waal 
1987:43) with multi-storey buildings. Many of which were mining houses, banks and government buildings.
The Apartheid government later used the ridges of the Witwatersrand and the emerging mine dumps in the south as a tool for urban 
spatial segregation. Mark Dunlop in his dissertation writes, “The result was a city divided in half between north and south, along class and 
race lines.” (Dunlop 2000:74). The gash in the landscape was as a buffer strip separating the inner city and the dormitory townships. A 
series of acts were put into action by the then government to keep racial groups apart and out of power. These acts were also designed 
to prevent native mineworkers from living in the city and owning any personal land. 
Johannesburg’s mine dumps act as markers of its identity as an economic power but they also signify Johannesburg’s division along 
class and race lines. Through physically controlling the landscape, society was also effectively controlled and manipulated. The buffer 
zones in the apartheid city have been described as the blank spaces in between, the deadening images of power drawn on the ground.
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landscape: representation and contestation
It can be seen that the mining land holds great significance for the city. The very nature of these lands speak more about the city than other attempts 
to represent it. The mined lands with its ever changing mine dumps, abandoned tunnels, toxic soil and unstable earth shows man’s influence on the 
land. This manifestation of modernity has resulted in a reality that combines wealth with decay, movement with inaccessibility and the natural with 
the man-made. This instability, alienation and contrasts are inherent in the modern city and is becoming a driving force in the progression of the city’s 
development.   
It has been largely forgotten that the mined land is what Johannesburg is known for. Beningfield writes that “Here materials, from the land, come to 
constitute the city” (Beningfield 2004:191). Because the mining land is largely an invisible realm and its visible presence on the surface is gradually 
disappearing, there is a natural erasing of this history from memory. The effects of these origins have not disappeared and have shaped the way this 
city and its people grow. 
The landscape becomes a place of social significance. Associations are held with it as the beginnings of a place of prosperity, but at the same time 
the land becomes the medium for a society’s destructiveness. Land ultimately bears all its consequences of its past. Landscape theorist Simon 
Schama writes in his book “Landscape and Memory” that landscape becomes the work of the mind, “its scenery is built from strata of memories as 
layers of rock.” (Schama 1995:6). This approach falls in line with Colin Rowe’s Collage City, according to which the ground of the city is not a neutral 
surface but only the top most stratum of dense layers made up of different historic traces. The land is an instrument of historical and political alertness 
to the violence written on the land. W.J.T Mitchell in “Landscape and Power” states that “landscape itself is the medium by which this evil is veiled and 
naturalized” (Mitchell 1994:11).  
What landscape becomes is more than just an object or natural setting, but an idea.  According to landscape architect and theorist James Corner, it 
becomes “a cultural way of seeing” (Corner 1999:1). The landscape remains a place of constant transformation and interpretation. Perceptions of 
landscape can vary significantly, especially in a world of unnatural, sub terrain and political associations. Corner goes further on to say “over time, 
landscapes accrue layers with every new representation, and these inevitably thicken and enrich the range of interpretations and possibilities.” 
(Corner 1999:5). From this we can conclude that there is no preset “natural” land and that the landscape and reality is continuously layering and a 
motion in time. Architecture must allow for this continuation for it to merge with the landscape. 
28
The act of construction will not necessarily lead to a making of a structure that stands in its surroundings, but rather appears as the refinement or 
revelation of the land. According to Betsky “Architecture in this sense is not the making of something new, but the reformation of what already exists 
in a form that accepts the mark of human intervention” (Betsky 2002:9). Out of the layers of memories, an architecture emerges that is an organic 
growth of geological and human history. This unfolding of the land accentuates the social and historical landscape as a continuous place of meaning. 
The landscape architect must acknowledge time as a critical dimension, and both the landscape and use of architecture will change from inception to 
maturity in the future.
By exploring a sub-terrain architecture, spatiality in relation to the body can be a more easily realized. Escaping the visible realm, helps architecture 
to inhabit the space of an object. Andreas and Iika Ruby both of whom have taught architectural theory and design at various universities and have 
written many design books, writes in their book “Groundscapes” that “instead of constantly reassuring itself and us of its presence, architecture can 
dive into the depths of perception and exist without really being there” (Ruby 2005:49). The darkness of these spaces create a realm which allows for 
direct contemplation of oneself and place in relation to something more existential. 
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South African artist Clive van den Berg executed a project which was designed to draw attention to these monuments of history. As part of the 
Johannesburg Biennale in 1995, van den Berg produced The Mine Dump Project. He was concerned with the reprocessing of the mine dumps and 
the possibility “that we are going to be left with a city which has no markers as to why it had started” (Dunlop 2000:80). Van den Berg was interested 
in how history and memory inscribe themselves and identities on the land and how the removal and greening of the mine dumps is a form of 
disremembering the past. If the landscape was created by “strata of memory” (Schama 1995:), then van den Berg looked to add another layer but 
also expose the many base layers that had become concealed over time.
Using what van den Berg refers to as “images that spoke of home, he created large drawings on the inclined slopes of the mine dumps” (Dunlop 
2000:82). Images of a large head, armchair, double bed, bedside lights and a staircase were set alight using fire. These images were created using a 
series of braziers filled with glowing coal. The use of fire is a conscious decision, “it became part of your consciousness and died” (Dunlop 2000:82). 
Fire was used to brand memory and identity onto the space but it also burnt into memory. The fire was a metaphor for the mine dumps which are also 
scars of memory in the landscape. The braziers had images punctured onto the shell which could only be seen if one was to walk up directly to them. 
In her book called History After Apartheid, Annie Coombes writes, “Van den Berg’s deliberate exploitation of the differential viewing experience can be 
seen as a metaphor for the arbitrariness of the reification of certain acts or traces of act as commemorable history while others remain invisible to the 
naked eye, depending in one’s perspective and experience” (Coombes 2003:263). The images were chosen so as to draw attention to the fact that it 
is a lived space, a socially produced space. The mine dumps were not seen as an alien landscape but a space that had very much to do with human 
habitation. 
 
(Coombes 2004:167)
 
(Coombes 2004:167)
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Van den Berg’s monument opens up the possibility of multiple memories and identities that were denied spatially by apartheid. In “Cracked Heilooms: 
Memory on Exhibition”, Ingrid de Kok cautions against the construction of a unified and sanitized past, arguing instead that contradictory voices 
should be heard. A social geology of contested landscapes must be present, as of perception and counter-perception. It is in her opinion that “truth is 
composed and continuously recomposed by a multiplicity of partial versions and experiences” (1998:61). South African history must take into consid-
eration, the fragmentary nature of the work of history. Where apartheid looked to create fixed identities, van den Berg looked to activate many silent 
voices. In doing this he remapped a part of the city, creating a location for recovery. “Van den Berg returned the body to the landscape, a space where 
land as the bearer of memory was denied, in order to construct his own identity, reinvesting the landscape with new opportunities for identity” (Dunlop 
200:86).
This project although not architectural in the traditional sense, still remains a work of relevance to the research. Highlighting a few principles shall 
serve as a strategy to  inform the design:
 _Capturing the idea of landscape as a layered process allows for the intervention to capture
  the history of the past while allowing for the further interpretations to occur in the 
  future.
 _The projection of domestic elements on the alien landscape attempts to personalize and 
  humanize the mined land. This association allows individuals to perceive the landscape as a
  source of meaning.
 _The intervention is part of a process and not a finalized product. This allows for the
  adaptability of a design.
 _The project was designed so as to provide multiple interpretations of the work. This 
  enriches the design and gives greater depth to the project.    
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Gold mining in the Witwatersrand is a labour intensive process. Since the discovery of gold, mineworkers have been put under arduous and haz-
ardous conditions. The industry has also been affected by the political context of apartheid. “Without the political institutions which enforced labour 
migration, and without a policy which denied the industry’s workforce political rights, gold mining, would have no future” (SWOP 1995:1). The past era 
has left gold mining in South Africa with a fragmented and inefficient labour process. The industry itself is not only becoming labour intensive but also 
capital intensive. As the resources of gold become harder to extract, the more money it costs to finance the process. With these shifting demands, the 
working environment continues to remain perilous. The mineworker has had to endure intense and severe conditions throughout the mining history.
(Handley 2004: appendices)
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The mining history has brought about a unique and diverse heritage. Social conditioning started in the early mining camps that allowed for the maxi-
mization of gold extraction as well as human exploitation. Author Alex Dodd writes that “the suffering, division, fear and ven-
geance plaques contemporary Johannesburg. For in the mines lie the seeds of apartheid.” (Dodd 
1999:11).  This conditioning occurred in various forms through migrancy, access control, social living and economic suppression. The mines 
were the original location of human division in the city. The apartheid legacy presented a harsh existence for the early mineworkers. 
The migrant labour system had brought people from across the world. At the time of the Anglo-Boer War, virtually the whole of the African labour 
force of 250 000 was migratory (Allen 1992:187). Workers came from China, India, Britain and majority of these workers came from the neighbouring 
countries of South Africa. The journey to the mines was a perilous one in which individuals would travel thousands of kilometres to seek employment. 
Once at the mine, substandard wages and living conditions was the only option for the migrants. “This migrant labour system was made into a per-
manent institutionalized means of distributing labour by the urban influx controls which was designed to separate the whites from the blacks” (Allen 
1992:188).  
Death and livelihood came together in an uncertain atmosphere. The working conditions in the tunnels was a dangerous task with regular rock falls 
and disease such as tuberculosis and silicosis. Elaine Katz in her book The White Death writes about the influence of silicosis in the mines, she writes 
that “although miners who remained on the Reef knew that certain death awaited them, they blinded themselves to that grim reality.” (Katz 1994:184). 
The confined spaces and insufficient medical care perpetuated the rate of deaths on the mines. Silicosis is still one of the leading causes of “natural” 
death for mineworkers. 
The mining hostels was “the first real symbol of colonial power to confront young Africans as they approached the mines” (Allen 1992: 250). The 
hostels were built to house, contain and control the workers. The congested buildings had rooms with concrete beds that housed between 40 and a 
100 people with water tanks placed outside for workers to take a bath. The compounds were laid out so that there would be a singular access point in 
case chaos broke out. They still exist in our present day and have become symbols of the oppression that occured in our past.    
The social conditions of the mineworkers did not deter them from creating a form of culture within their groups. Gum boot dancing, labour songs and 
crafts became a source of enrichment within the hostels. This allowed for the workers to maintain some form of their own heritage.
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analysis of mining structures
(authors own)
(authors own)
(Handley 2004: appendices)
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The Department of Minerals and Energy reports that the gold mining industry has more annual fatalities than any other form of mining. The average 
number of deaths in the gold mining is ten times higher than most other mineral mining. Since mining began in 1887 until the end of 2005 a total of 
58 517 gold miners have died due to rock fall, machinery mishaps, transport accidents, falling or  intoxication (Handley 2004:210). 
This number does not include the many miners who have died due to HIV, lung disease or other ailments that arise later on in life. 
Fatalities are only one aspect that has resulted from this industry. Due to the unstable nature of the industry unemployment is another harsh reality 
facing  mineworkers. After the gold price dropped rapidly in the eighties, mass  retrenchment took place and between the period of 1989 
to 1999, 324 956 people lost their jobs (DME 2005 annual report). It was also found that a single mineworker supports a network of 
ten people, which would imply that over three million people lost a source of income. To add to the severity of this, approximately 80% of the labour 
force is illiterate, which limits their future employment opportunities to semi-skilled labour (SWOP 1995:5). What is evident is that the gold mining 
industry leaves behind a community that is worse off than it was. If the mining of gold is to throw off its shackles of the past, it must create a labour 
force that is socially and morally developed.   
Fatality and injury rates per million hours per commodity, 2005 – 2006
(DME Annual Report 2006/7: pg16)
Mineworkers per commodity, 2005 – 2006. 
In the year of 2006, 5557 mineworkers were retrenched
(DME Annual Report 2006/7: pg85)
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The gradual decline of mining in South Africa has resulted in many unemployed and unskilled individuals that no longer have a source of income. The 
training of mineworkers after they have left the mines is integral to re-integrate them back into society. Currently there are very few programmes that 
train or educate workers and the result is a population that is helpless in a time of fluctuating growth.
The mining legacy is a silenced history of human exploitation, the ill treatment of land as well as the harsh mining conditions. Reclaiming 
a place for mineworkers not only creates a platform for those who do not have power but provides a voice for the untold stories of a 
particular part of our past.  
38
The Business Report 
(pg11 : 7 July 2008)
The Business Report 
(pg11 : 13 June 2008)
The Sunday Times (pg 8 : 29 June 2008)
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mining techniques
(Authors own: 2008) 
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(Authors own: 2008) 
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precedent studies
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igualada cemetary by enric miralles and carme pinos
catalonia, spain (1991)
The main architectural elements of the cemetery are the entrance, the chapel and the mortuary itself. These features are accompanied by long rows 
or walls of burial niches set within a gradually descending, meandering way. These features are not meant to be the main architectural components, 
but rather elements that help understand the landscape. The excavation of the site helped in giving a deeper identity to the place. 
The cemetery is carved into the landscape and the retaining walls are supported by built up rocks. These locally resourced rocks are held in place 
by a wire mesh. The cemetery itself consists of a concrete tomb wall along the recesses. There are recessed tomb courts along the cemetery that 
are the sacred contemplative spaces. The topography was established by the existing human paths created by crossings, clearings and connecting 
routes. This freedom of movement allows the bereaved to be aware of “the freedom that seeks the beyond” (Spens 2003:91).
Mirrales felt strongly in his rejection of the closing of the life cycle. Rather he pursued “the time cycle of humanity back into prehistory, recessing 
the awareness of collective human existence to that time when only the primeval landscape of forest and cave could provide permanent sanctuary” 
(Spens 2003:88). The notion that the site is never complete is embraced and the design allows for the continual existence of the cemetery. Mirrales 
allows the vegetation to grow freely over the rock mounds and the “carpeting of nature is achieved” (Spens 2003:89). The building allows the natural 
process to continue and merge with the built form to create a new form. The architect’s approach does not make the design the end result of the site, 
but rather makes it a sustainable intervention that naturally progresses with time. 
 
(Spens 2003:87)
 
(Spens 2003:87)
 
(Spens 2003:89)
43
igualada cemetary by enric miralles and carme pinos
catalonia, spain (1991)
Site Plan (Spens 2003:89) 
Relevance to Design Strategy:
_The cemetery has minimal impact on 
 the landscape and optimizes what 
 is already existing.
_The design allows for the 
 continuation of natural growth to
 occur. It uses time as a crucial
 element.
_The design uses the setting (a
 quarry) to allow for a connection
 with the function (the cemetery).
movement
bur
ial 
nic
hes
main open space
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igualada cemetary by enric miralles and carme pinos
catalonia, spain (1991)
(Authors own: 2008) 
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u.s. holocaust memorial museum by james ingo freed
washington, u.s.a (1993)
Freed’s building could be architecturally read as a history of the holocaust, what Dannatt 
describes as “an overtly literal structure of memory” (Dannatt 1995:6). The museum is far 
more complex than a structure for memory. It brings together both art and politics.
In the book called “Cultural Memory and the Construction of Identity” compiled by Dan 
Ben-Amos and Liliane Weissenberg, Weissenberg writes that “Freed’s steel and glass 
construction of corridors not only tells the story of the ghetto bridges and railroad tracks but 
also turns them into a thing of beauty” (Ben-Amos and Weissenberg 1999:66). Freed trans-
lates memory into a visual heritage of the holocaust. The building makes direct references 
to the death camps and ghetto’s of the holocaust. This is achieved not only through its use 
of tall brick walls but also through the use of towers and bridges. 
The building works in different levels to capture the memory of the holocaust. There are 
two separate entrances from its adjacent streets. The individual can appreciate the build-
ing differently, depending on their unique history and sensibility. This allows for “several 
overlapping, mutually inclusive buildings and readings” (Dannatt 1995:10). Once inside the 
building one realizes the distinction between the public memorial and the private museum. 
The museum is self contained inside the memorial, so that it is possible to walk around the 
building without entering the museum itself. This makes the memorial an open air commu-
nal space, while the museum is a lot more intimate and private. As one enters the building, 
the division between outside and inside is made difficult because of the Hall of Witness. 
The hall is an enclosed atrium that is reminiscent of the industrial halls. It is a gap between 
the two halves of the building, where absence prevails.
(Dannatt 1995:26) 
(Dannatt 1995:39) 
(Dannatt 1995:42) 
(Dannatt 1995:42) Section (Dannatt 1995:42)) 
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u.s. holocaust memorial museum by james ingo freed
washington, u.s.a (1993)
Relevance to Design Strategy:
_Abstractions of the past 
 architectural typology to relive
 the spatiality of the past 
_The museum and memorial work
 together to create a personal
 journey for the user.
_The building has multiple 
 passages for multiple interpr-
 etations.
_The setting and design of the
 building links with its context.
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entrance from
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passages
steel bridge to connect spaces 
entrance entrance 
Ground Plan (Dannatt 1995:50)  
Section (Dannatt 1995:51)  
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u.s. holocaust memorial museum by james ingo freed
washington, u.s.a (1993)
(Authors own: 2008) 
48
the big hole museum by Goldblatt and Yuil
kimberely, south africa (2006)
The Big Hole museum is an initiative by De Beers that commemorates the diamond 
mining that occurred before the advent of the Witwatersrand gold mining. The big 
hole is the equivalent of George Harrison Park in Johannesburg as it was the first 
site where mining took place for minerals. The mining resulted in a deep hole that 
extended vertically into the ground.
The museum sits at the edge of the hole and overlooks the giant hole as well as the 
surrounding town of Kimberely. The journey through the museum takes from under-
standing the history associated to the site, the processing of the diamonds and the 
impact it has had on the world. It contains a visitor’s centre, pulsator shed (where the 
ore is crushed), an underground mine, exhibition centre, a diamond vault and a view-
ing ramp that is above the hole.
The building itself communicates the structures of the past mining town through the 
use of steel sheeting and beams. It is enigmatic of the many shacks that arose as 
more and more miners came to work. Although the museum successfully captures 
the power of the diamonds and the resulting big hole, it fails to show the social his-
tory of the diamond mining. The mineworker seems to have been forgotten and the 
social effects of the mining is not highlighted particularly. It was in Kimberely that the 
origins of division and oppression began in the form of access control and human 
exploitation. This seems to be as a resultant of the who the client was and a lack of 
connection to the surrounding community. 
(www.thebighole.co.za) 
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the big hole museum by tswela
kimberely, south africa (2006)
Relevance to Design Strategy:
_Museum acknowledges the original site of
 digging as the most sacred.
_Materials are used to re-experience the old 
 mining town. 
_Importance of incorporating a social history
 in the telling of the story.
_Stakeholders and community will affect the 
 design and history being told
(www.thebighole.co.za) 
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vulcanology museum by hans hollein
clermont-ferrand, france (2002)
The Vulcanology Museum not only looks at the surrounding terrestrial landscape but also goes into 
the subterranean world for its inspiration. The site is q located in a volcanic landscape in France. 
The project is a combination of a visitors centre, an interpretation facility, a source of information 
about volcanoes in a local and global context. The design is a tectonic exploration of the site that 
explores the natural origins and transformation of the earth. It also looks at the form of the land-
scape and the existing geological composition of the area. 
The building is experienced as a journey to the centre of the earth. Elements of air, earth, rock and 
fire are used to understand the earth’s growth but also as a metaphor for life. In this way, the build-
ing brings together not only the environment and the building, but also the body and the building.
Hollein felt the need to have some form of focus above the ground. A prominent man-made cone 
indicates the entrance. In it is a spiraling pathway that goes below the earth’s surface through a 30 
000 year old crater with walls of volcanic lava. Once underground, numerous interactive exhibition 
areas can be explored. The centre takes on an entertainment theme with its simulations of 
volcanic eruption with cars and buildings being engulfed with magma. Towards the end of the 
exhibition, is a humid volcanic garden with giant ferns. The garden acts as a centre point to 
numerous video stalls showing the creation of volcanoes. Once the individual completes his 
exploration of the museum, he is once again back above the surface in an open air court. 
(Spens 2003:97) 
(Spens 2003:97) 
(Spens 2003:95) 
(Spens 2003:95) 
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vulcanology museum by hans hollein
clermont-ferrand, france (2002)
The museum makes very little distinction between building and site, as 
well as between surface and underground. “The museum is essentially a 
mechanism for descending into the landscape” (Spens 2003:96). The giant 
cone which looks like a silo or industrial tower on the horizon is the only in-
dication of the building on the surface, but it is a gateway to the very heart 
of the land. The materials used are local stone combined with glass and 
water elements. The main stone, basalt, was used both underground and 
on the surface. To emphasis the materiality of the project, copper and lead 
was used in the restaurant and no synthetic materials were used. 
Relevance to Design Strategy:
_Minimal distinction between surface
 and depth 
_Underground experience allows for
 stronger understanding of subject.
_Plays with the landscape and emulates
_Experience of space is intensified
 because of variations in ceiling 
 height. 
 
Underground Plan (Domus October 2002:96) 
ramps to 
surface
underground
1 entrance
2 foyer
3 reception
4 introduction
5 exhibition
6 volcanic garden
7 3D movie
8 imax
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vulcanology museum by hans hollein
clermont-ferrand, france (2002)
(Authors own: 2008) 
53
site
54
The proposed site is George Harrison Park in Langlaagte. This is the location of the first discovery of gold in the Witwatersrand area that started to 
rapid growth of the city. As stated before George Harrison came across the gold reef while working on the farm. Its located within the historic buffer 
zone between Soweto and the city. It sits directly on the main artery of Main Reef Road. The site was selected because of its obvious historic 
relevance, but also because it is situated in the mining land that is largely unhabitable. The site currently remains enclosed and forgotten, with only 
the remains of the old stamp mill and the actual dig site with its tunnels still present. 
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street view of the memorial park
view of entire plot with old stamp mill
view of enclosed dig site
(Authors own: 2008) 
(Authors own: 2008) 
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view of enclosed dig site
view of actual tunnels used for mining
(Authors own: 2008) 
(Authors own: 2008) 
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(All images authors own: 2008) 
visual study of site
65
(Authors own: 2008) 
(Authors own: 2008) 
The site slopes down towards the south as the reefs start dipping into the ground. It is defined by the boundaries of Main Reef Road on the north 
edge and the old dig trench in the south. The west edge has a gap that separates the adjacent plot, this through fare is used frequently by the 
pedestrians that pass across the area. The east edge is bound by the railway track that is sunken into the ground and Nasrec Road that continues 
down to Soweto and First National Bank Stadium.
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program
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feasibility
The site is currently under the mutual ownership of City Parks (CP) and the Department of Arts, Culture and Heritage (DACH), with CP maintaining 
the open grass and DACH overseeing the enclosed dig site and monument. In an interview with the Deputy Director of Immovable Heritage at DACH, 
Mike Itzkin on the 20th of June 2008, it was stated that the heritage council was looking for a partnership with a private body to continue the 
maintenance of the monument park. Itzkin went on to say that the lack of any existing facility does not allow for the continuous use of the plot and as 
a result a lot of vandalism occurs at the park. The difficulty is finding the candidates who would be interested in such a proposal and finding a way for 
the stakeholders to benefit from the project.
In similar interviews conducted with the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) and The Chamber of Mines (CM) it was found that both groups were 
looking to create a museum on the mining history. Thengiwe Mafugane, a representative of the NUM, stated that the NUM is interested in creating 
such a centre, but needed some form of tangible gain for the union (Mafugane, 17 June 2008, pers. comm.).
The local community is the entity that has the most to lose if something is not done for the park. A derelict plot is left empty which poses a threat to the 
residents and surrounding facilities are not maximizing their uses as a result of this void. There are many facilities that are in the surrounding 
Langlaagte area. These include such places as Joburg City College, the old church which dates back a hundred years ago and the many industrial 
workshops that are along Main Reef Road. Another facility in the nearby area of Riverlea is Shaft 17, which is a training centre located at an 
abandoned mine. Shaft 17 is involved in training individuals in building, management, hydroponics and basic life skills
The intervention is a combined effort of all the mentioned groups as well as the community of Langlaagte. If the NUM  would select to put a satellite 
branch in George Harrison Park and combined with the Chamber of Mines and its mining companies to create a museum and memorial within the 
park, then this would allow for greater opportunities. The NUM with its training centre would optimise the surrounding facilities to train retrenched and 
injured mineworkers with greater skills so that they can pursue better lives. The addition of the museum and the NUM office near the park will attract 
people to stay longer in the park. This would give greater incentive for City Parks and DACH to continue maintaining the park and the dig site. The 
memorial and museum will also bring in tourists to the site as part of a greater mining tour and enrich the possibility of trade and tours within the 
community. 
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feasibility
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program
The Program will thus include the following facilities:
 _A mining park that is a retreat for its local community as well as a place that educates
  the users on our geological, architectural and human evolution.
 _An experiential mining museum that merges with the surrounding park.
 _A satellite branch of the National Union of Mineworkers
  
  - This includes offices that deal with the administration and running of the NUM branch.
  - A training centre that includes, workshops, lecture halls and library. 
 _An archives centre that will contain various historical resources such as books, 
  photographs, reports as well as a video archives.
 _A memorial that commemorates the deceased mineworkers of the past.
 _A conference hall that can be utilized by the local community for gatherings and by NUM for 
  mass meetings.  
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design process
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urban design
A urban zoning was 
created to create a 
cohesion from the 
residential to the main road. 
A intermediate zone of 
mixed use is used to create 
a buffer between industrial 
and residential. 
Road links are put in place 
to define the residential 
blocks, with secondary 
roads present. This will 
create defined routes to the 
main roads of Nasrec and 
Avon. 
Green spaces are designed 
so that a green corridor 
exists within the residential 
area. This corridor creates 
a pathway towards the park 
which separates the 
residential from main reef 
road towards the north.
The area between the residential and Main Reef Road owned by the mining properties has been left empty because of 
the mining that took place there. The land has for a long period been left empty because of the instability of the ground 
as a result of the underground tunnels. A recent legislation has been put in place that enforces the mining companies 
to fill the unused tunnels with earth in order to prevent further decay. Recently new residential developments have been 
emerging like the one on the south end of the image. These developments occurs in clusters along Nasrec Road result-
ing in ill defined residual spaces. This urban design is put in place to maximize the land and create a cohesive planning 
of residential and green spaces that further support the park.     
riverlea
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thresholds
paths
space
materials
topography study
(Authors own: 2008) 
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(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:150) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:151) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:283) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:142) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:123) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:136) 
(Reed 2005:46) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:24) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:61) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:174) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:164) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:339) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:229) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:136) 
(Nicolin and Repishti 2003:312) 
the constructed contemporary landscape
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The presence of buffer zones and 
reconnecting them are important. The old 
dig site and main reef road must be linked 
together.
Acknowledging that the old dig site is the 
ground zero or sacred land of the city. The 
sub terrain realm is the contemplative space.
Capturing the views of both the city and the 
old mine dumps is important. This will 
contextualize the site to the city.
The land will be a prominent part of the site. 
recreating the reefs of the land become an 
architectural element.
The experience of the site by foot, car or rail 
must be considered and the pace of these 
modes shall vary how one experiences the 
site
early site principles
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concept 1
The concept behind this initial design is one of scraping deeper and deeper into the ground. The spine of the design is created by a pathway that zig 
zags along the site. This pathway moves between “the ridges” which protrudes from the earth. The museum itself will be embedded within the residual 
land created by the scraped pathway. What results on the surface is a nearly invisible building that is inhabited like an open park. The pathway leads to 
the old dig site which forces the user to go underground through the tunnels. What is entirely underground is the memorial space. This space is a dark 
contemplative space that is partially enclosed by one of the ridges that protrudes from the earth. This memorial consists of the names of the many miners 
that have passed away. The ridge element is a symbolic slot that layers the ashes of the deceased miners with the sand of the mine dumps. These layers 
are gradually returned deep into the land where they belong. What is still to be examined is the return journey, which becomes the critical experience that 
allows for the slow healing of oneself and the land.
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Conceptual Plan of Site Layout
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The second design concept explores the previous proposal 
further. While keeping in line with the exploration of sub-terrain 
space, this concept incorporates the architectural memory of 
the mining structures. An abstraction of the mining process is 
also involved. This starts with the natural making of the 
mineral, to the underground digging of the ore followed by the 
crushing, leaching and extraction of the gold itself.
One enters the site from the rear and is taken around a 
geological crater and ramp. The user is then confronted by 
the most sacred space of the site and enters the tunnels of 
the old dig site. Once underground, a sub-terrain exploration 
of the mining conditions is experienced. This area leads on to 
the main museum space. The layout is such that there are two 
axis of narratives. A zig zag route highlights the particular 
mining history while a central route interconnects with this 
route and talks about the city’s history. At the end of each 
mining path is a hall.
Attached to the halls is the memorial. It is a sunken space that 
has the names of the dead written on the walls and flowing 
water that pours over from a slab at the centre. As one leaves 
the underground memorial and museum, they arrive at the 
old stamp mill that crushed the ore. Adjacent to this is the 
tourist kiosk that will take tourist to the greater mining route 
and community walks. There is also a trade area along Main 
Reef Road that will serve the tourists and individuals walking 
through the site. Further along the way is the NUM centre that 
houses the training office and conference centre. The 
conference centre is sunken in the ground and allows for 
people to walk on the roof to see the views of the city and the 
mine dumps. 
concept 2
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entrance kiosk and ramp
old dig site and tunnel to 
subterrain space
section through museum and memorial
sacred halls of mining
NUM offices and conference centre
mining memorial
museum and trade areastamp mill 
and memorial
mining memorial
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concept 3
The dig site  is to be captured as the 
heart of the site. The buildings will be 
orientated in relation to the pit. 
The main building shall sit along the reef line. 
The subterrain level is the archive space, with the 
offices and residential levels layered above it.
The existing pedestrian route shall 
become the axis for an exhibition space 
for passerby’s to learn about the mining 
history.
Free movement must be accommodated on ground 
level, so that people can move easily into the main 
park space. 
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Ground Floor Plan    Scale 1:5000
Archive Floor Plan    Scale 1:4000
NUM Office Floor Plan/First Floor Plan    Scale 1:4000
Residential Floor Plan/Second Floor Plan    Scale 1:4000
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concept 4
The concept was reconsidered and it was felt that a stronger connection was needed with the theoretical research. The idea of layering has been 
shown to be consistent with the land. It was felt that this must be taken further into the design and the experience of the site must be a layered one. 
On one level there is a layering of different spaces from the harsh Main Reef Road towards the more serene dig trench in the south. On the other 
level a progression of space occurs in layers that begins from the subterrain, then to the trench, followed by the surface. These layers allows the user 
to experience the evolution of the land and also be used to define the park as a stronger element in relation to its surroundings. 
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Conceptual plan of design
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(Reed 2005:67) (Reed 2005:68) (Reed 2005:68) 
The layered experience 
of a site is one that has 
been previously applied. 
One of the projects that 
explores this idea is 
The Shanghai Carpet in 
Shanghai. The project 
was a collaboration 
between Tom Leader 
Studio and Skidmore, 
Owings and Merrill. It is 
a separation of textures 
and forms that create a 
dynamic public space.
The concept is derived 
from a previous design 
done by the architect 
Rem Koolhaas. In his 
proposal for Parc de 
Villette in France. In his 
design, Koolhaas divides 
the park into strips of 
different uses from one 
edge to the other and 
then cuts the layers with 
a main axis route that 
allows for the experience 
of the various layers
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The site is currently enclosed by a 
concrete palisade fence. This is to be 
removed and the plot be expanded 
into the mining land
The highlighted space shows the 
maximum buildable space and the 
edges of the plot
The concept of layered spaces is
 applied onto the site to define spaces 
of building and open spaces
Enclosing the site makes the inside 
park a place of discovery and at the 
same time keeps vagrants out at 
night 
The forms of the various buildings 
take shape defining the periphery and 
the important elements of the site 
The movement roots breaks the 
buildings and connects the different 
layers
1 2 3
4 5 6
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The site has the dig site at the bottom of the slope and the busy 
main reef road on the opposite edge
The section returned on the idea of layered spaces, the emerg-
ing layers from one edge to the other, creates spaces that 
progress from underground to a defined edge by the road that 
separates the park from the highway
These spaces are then connected by underground ramps and 
tunnels from bottom to top
 The possibility of the building integrating with the trench itself 
was explored.  
The historical layer is placed above the trench and makes it a 
sub terrain space. The building along the road is kept to act as a 
buffer and becomes a platform to view the land .
1
3
2
4
5
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ground floor plan  scale 1:500
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section a-a
section b-b
section c-c
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final design
88
The design was taken further by separating the build-
ings by the trench so that they sit around it. This strip 
becomes the layer of the past, which has the memorial 
around the hole, archives along the trench and the visi-
tors centre at the beginning of the trench.
The pathways becomes bridges over the trenches and 
go through the layers of the park. The memorial is a 
series of steel walls that emerge from the earth
The final design is one of progression. The parking is at the bottom and the archives are 
sunken into the ground. These define the sunken experiential museum. Visitors move 
toward the visitors centre and conference hall which becomes the gateway to the sunken 
ground. The trench leads to the hole which is the memorial. As one moves out from the 
hole, they proceed through a pathway that eventually become the NUM building.
The trench incorporated the archives as well as hidden tunnels and courtyards that 
become spaces where the museum and the park meet. The emerging layer becomes 
the elevated building of NUM. The ground floor allows free movement and spaces for 
trade, while the first floor is the training centre and the offices above. 
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The buildings are positioned to contain 
the space from the surrounding hars 
environment. The NUM building mainly 
separates the park from the highway
The edge of the site becomes a path for 
fast movement. Pedestrians who are in 
a hurry to move through the site will go 
through the side colonnade.
The site is divided into layers. Some 
of these become building while others 
remain as the park. 
The NUM building is stepped back 
from the highway and creates a 
street space by the road. This space 
becomes another social space for 
trade and individuals can move into 
the more quiet park by going under 
the NUM building.
The archives are sunken into the 
ground and become part of the 
experiential museum that is the 
trench
Major pedestrian routes cut through 
the site and create a direct link from 
the one end to the other. These 
paths allows pedestrians to 
experience all the layers of the site.
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experiential museum plan
section through trench museum, with walkways along the slope sections through museum space
nature of trench space
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the trench is connected with underground mining tunnels and sunken courtyards.
The mining tunnel shows the mining process and connects to the existing dig site
The link between the memorial and the NUM building is a colonnade. This path is 
the emerging structural skeleton of a warehouse. The columns and beams gradually 
become a part of the NUM building. This structure becomes a industrial trellis with 
creepers growing on it.    
colonnade and experiential museum
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ground floor plan
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main reef road
nasrec road
1-parking
2-ramps to visitors centre
3-restaurant
4-hall entrance
5-conference hall
6-kitchen
7-locker room
8-delivery room
9-toilets
10-experiential museum 
11-sunken archives
12-memorial walls
13-colonnade
14-park space
15-fast food outlets
16-informal trade
17-storage
18-NUM centre entrance
19-orientation offices
20-railway platform 
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NUM second floor plan
NUM first floor plan
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1-workshop training
2-classrooms
3-storage
4-social space
5-storage
6-study rooms
7-multipurpose room
8-shop space
9-seminar room
10-library
1-meeting room
2-coffee room
3-offices
4-seminar rooms
5-storage
6-social space
7-storage
8-offices
9-filing rooms
10-board room
plans
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Sublevel 1 floor plan
Sublevel 2 floor plan
6-journal archives
7-artefact archives
8-video archives
9-sunken courtyards
10-original dig site
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section a-a
section b-b
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view of NUM centre
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